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Shall our state legislature be allowed to take that which is not their own,
to turn it from its original use, and apply it to such ends or purposes as they, in
their discretion, shall see fit? Sir, you may destroy this little institution; it is
weak; it is in your hands! You may put it out, but if you do, you must carry
on your work! You must extinguish, one after another, all those great lights
of science, which, for more than a century, have thrown their radiance over
the land! It is, sir, as I have said, a small college,-and yet there are those
who love it ...
These words spoken with all the fire of a passionate soul before
the Supreme Court of the United States on a March day in 1818,
suddenly lifted a vigorous young Congressman from New Hamp-
shire to high fame and dosed the argument that led the Court to
a decision in the case of Dartmouth College vs. Woodward, that
has been so frequently quoted that it has become almost a part of
the body of the law itself, which provides that a charter is a con-
tract entered into by a state, and that no legislative act can impair
its integrity.
Years later a dropsical old man lay dying in an architecturally
ambiguous house not far from Plymouth Bay. He was propped
on pillows so that his dimmed eyes might see the flag of his coun-
try kept flying at the masthead of his small yacht anchored in an
estuary. Just before the end, in a mentally clear moment, and
unforsaken by his fine sense of drama he said: "Have I-wife, son,
doctor, friends, are you all here? Have I, on this occasion, said
anything unworthy of Daniel Webster?" And so there closed one
of the great careers in American history.
This was Black Dan, even now a fabulous politician and ora-
tor around the campus of Dartmouth College. This was Dan'l,
ardent lover, whose courtships are the basis of a sweetly romantic
novel, and who at the height of his fame defended himself against
a charge of adultery. This is Mr. Webster, sagacious guide to the
nation's financial policy, who was perennially on the verge of per-
sonal bankruptcy; twice a potential candidate for the presidency of
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theUnited States; Senator, and Secretary of State;-by many called
the country's greatest jurist, by others a Magnificent Failure.
When the National Hall of Fame was established in New
York City in 1900, Webster received an equal number of votes
with Abraham Lincoln for the position of the second most famous
American. After Washington and Lincoln there has been no char-
acter in American history about whom more has been written, and
it might seem superfluous to add to the great wealth of material
that is readily available. There is, however, a phase of Webster's
life which none of his biographers has thoroughly considered, no
doubt because from their point of view it was of too trivial a nature
in comparison to the sequence of high events that filled his years.
One biographer was aware of this influence in Webster's life, but
did not feel qualified to interpret its significance, and a study of
Mr. Webster's experiences with hay-fever and the possible effect
that it had upon his career has been more or less neglected.
John Bostock, a physician of London, first described the sum-
mer catarrh in an article in the Medical and Surgical Transactions in
1819, John Elliotson suggested the relationship between the dis-
ease and pollen in 1831, and Philip Phoebus confirmed earlier
observations in his papers in 1862. The disease that was described
by all of these contributors was the spring type of pollenosis, which
is most often caused by grass pollens. Ragweed does not grow in
England, and the distinction of recognizing the cause of the autum-
nal type of the disease belongs to an American, Dr. Morrill Wyman,
who first described it in 1854 in his lectures in the Medical School
of Harvard University, his description being drawn from his per-
sonal experience. In May, 1866, Wyman's observations were
reported before the Massachusetts Medical Society, and in 1872
hepublished his book Autumnal Catarrh which is deserving of a high
place among the classical descriptions of disease, and in which he
recounts the ingenious experiment of 1870 by which he established
the relationship between ragweed pollen and the catarrh. It is
fair to state, however, that with characteristic Boston elegance,
Dr. Wyman chose to designate the plant as Roman Wormwood
and not Ragweed.
Fortunately for history, Mr. Webster's case was reviewed by
Dr. Wyman, and in Wyman's written observations and in Mr.
Webster's extensive correspondence, the enquirer finds a rich field
for exploration.
The earliest evidence of Mr. Webster's suffering from this afflic-
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tion was in 1832, when he was fifty years old, which is an unusually
late period in life for the symptoms to appear; in fact, it is at
about that age that the severity of the disease often begins to wane.
Wyman is authority for the statement that the symptoms first
showed themselves in 1832, but so far as I am able to discover,
there is no reference to it in Webster's correspondence at so early
a date, and, indeed, it is possible that for the first few years of
its occurrence he considered it to be a common cold. There is a
collateral letter in September, 1834, in which a colleague who had
recently opposed. Webster in the court-room, wrote to a friend
remarking upon the fact that Mr. Webster was suffering from a
hard cold, and was very irritable. During the years that follow
there are many references to the disease in Webster's correspond-
ence. The symptoms occurred annually about the 23rd of August
and ended about the first of October. On September 18, 1838:
My head and eyes are not in the best condition. Traveling against a
strong wind has brought on my cold badly, and today I am not well. The
cold, or influenza, with which I am lately visited, is likely from former
experience, to last some weeks, and quite disable me from public speaking.
The attack of 1845 seems to have been earlier than usual. In
that year on August 17 he wrote:
Marshfield, August 17. I have been more or less under the influence
of my incurable catarrh. Some days I have felt quite discomforted. Now
it seems a little better. The paroxysms are not so frequent, though two days
ago I had a very bad forenoon. It came on in a moment, and went off,
when it did go, just as quick. Some days I feel quite well, and can keep
out without inconvenience, if the weather be fair, on other days I cannot go
out at all, fair or foul. Last Thursday was fair weather. I went over to
the Gurnet and caught some fish and felt well all day. Since then my catarrh
has been continuously quite severe. I hope it will soon begin to taper off.
In a letter of August 15:
In seven days I shall begin to sneeze and blow my nose, and the first week
the catarrh is usually most severe. [On the 12 of September:] I use the
confiding hand of another to write you a short letter, my eyes holding out
to perform a small part of the duty expected of them every day. I am in
the midst of my periodical catarrh, or hay-fever, or whatever you wish to
call it. I read nothing, and hardly write anything but signatures. The
disease is depressing and discouraging. I know there is no remedy for it, and
that it must have its course. One misfortune is, I cannot take, even in the
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smallest quantity, the common remedy, opium. It produces loss of appetite
and great prostration of strength; but since the event of last week terminated,
I have some little time for rest, and shutting myself up very much, I keep
as quiet as I can.
In another year he wrote:
My annual cold is now heavy upon me, weakening my body and depres-
sing my spirits; it has yet a fortnight to run and perhaps will sink me lower
than it did when strong excitement enabled me to withstand it [this was in
1850, at the time of the passage of the Fugitive Slave Law]. I have lost a
good deal of flesh and you will think me thin and haggard. I have had little
sleep, not four hours a night. [On October 14 of the same year:] Wednes-
day I came down to my house, a good deal sick, and have hardly been out
of doors from that day to this. AMy catarrh has held on uncommonly, and
for three or four days last week I was quite ill with it, so much so that I
called in a physician. Very sensibly he recommends nothing but rest, patience
and herb teas. It is usual enough for the disease in its last stages to assume
the form of a kind of asthmatic cough. This I have had, and hope I am
nearly over it. In such a day as this, a north east rain storm pouring, I
cough a little and am as hoarse as a frog. [October 4:] The recent weather,
cold for the season, has been useful to me.
Another year, September 27:
My catarrh is going off, or else it is having a long intermission; and for
which ever it may be I am ttuly thankful. [September 29:] Marshfield:
My catarrh is greatly relieved. If I get through the night without a parox-
ysm I mean to set the lark an example of early rising tomorrow and listen
to "the murmurs of the Atlantic surge" before the sun fairly purples the east.
In 1839, Mr. Webster visited England and Scotland and since
he was to be away during the early autumn and the period of
the annual catarrh, Dr. James Jeffries, his physician, strongly
advised against his going, but the provocation for the journey
was sufficient to make him go, and it was the only year from the
beginning of his disease until his death, that he was free from
symptoms, and various ingenious explanations were given.
The attack of 1850 was especially severe and prolonged. On
November 5 he wrote from Boston to President Fillmore:
I left New Hampshire yesterday, having become free of disease and well,
except so far as this protracted catarrh has reduced me. I am quite aware
how inconvenient my long absence is to you, and to the government, and
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sometimes feel that as this illness is of annual recurrence I ought to regard
it as unfitting me for office, the duties of which require constant attention.
The President's reply to this letter is not recorded, but there
is reason to believe that during the ensuing winter the subject
was discussed by the President and his Secretary of State, and I
think it may be safely concluded that Mr. Fillmore urged Web-
ster to continue in office, for on the next July 20, that is, in 1851,
Mr. Webster wrote to Mr. Fillmore:
But then, the great question, and the thing now most to be dreaded is
the catarrh, which the next month has not failed to bring with it for so many
years. In regard to this, I have adopted some new views and opinions
arising out of a letter from the Reverend Mr. Croes, New Brunswick, New
Jersey, a copy of which I enclose with this letter. I am persuaded that the
voyages and journeys we discussed cannot be relied upon with any confidence,
nor any change of air, nor the waters of any spring. I have laid Mr. Croes
letter before Dr. Jackson of Philadelphia who has adopted its general ideas,
and put me on a course of medicine, to be begun now, and rigidly adhered
to until the date of the regular attack of the disease shall come. He adds
iodate of iron to the hydriodate of potash. I begin the course this day; and
propose to remain here unless I should some time hence go as far as Maine
or Vermont for general recreation, or unless I should be summoned to
Washington, which I hope will not happen for the present. I shall keep a
clerk here and attend to everything sent by Mr. Derrick, and especially
everything suggested by you.
Dr. Samuel Jackson of Philadelphia advised at that time:
Your reliance must not be exclusively placed on the medicinal agents, the
instruments for executing the plan of operation, and coming to aid a full
effect, you must assist yourself. I have to entreat you to avoid all exposures,
fatigues, or whatever will distress or debilitate your economy. Such an
occurrence will almost ensure defeat.
It was in that fall of 1851 when Mr. Webster had seriously
undertaken the treatment of his affliction, that he almost came
upon the great truth that Dr. Wyman was to pronounce twenty
years later. The sequence of letters during the hay-fever season
of 1851 is especially interesting.
[Boston, August 6 to President Fillmore:] For myself I comply strictly
with the regime of Dr. Croes. Thus far, I get on pretty well, I do not
think of going to Newport, because the climate of Newport is exactly that of
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Marshfield, while Newport is filled up by crowds of people, whereas Marsh-
field is quite excluded. Tomorrow I think of going to New Hampshire,
hardly so much for a change of air as to look after some private affairs. In
general I find that those affected by my complaint avoid the interior and
come to the coast. [Franklin, New Hampshire, August 10 to President
Fillmore:] I came to this region on the morning of Thursday the 7th, think-
ing that the mountain air might strengthen me against the time when I
expect my enemy, the catarrh, to attack me; and here I am, obeying Mr.
Croes in all things, and getting a pretty good share of air and exercise.
[August 12:] Sarah says she has not seen me look so well at any time as
this morning, "your eyes are like two bright buttons." I begin to have hope,
but shall not depart from my course of preventions for days to come. The
enemy may come as a thief in the night, or he may be as bold as a lion.
[August 19 to President Fillmore:] I have never had confidence that I should
be able to avert entirely the attack of catarrh, but I believe that at least I
shall gain so much in general health and strength as to enable me, in some
measure, to resist its influence and mitigate its evils. Four days hence is
the time for its customary approach. [August 23, 1851, to Mr. Blatch-
ford:] Thursday morning 5:00 o'clock-A little foggy but will be a fine
day. I cannot say that at this moment I feel any symptoms of catarrh what-
ever, still I am cautious, and continue the use of all medicines, keep in doors
except in fine weather, and avoid everything which might give the enemy
an opening through which he might enter. [August 25 to Mr. Blatchford:]
Sarah thought she saw catarrh in my countenance yesterday. Today she sees
none. As yet I do not sneeze, nor are my eyes affected. It has not stayed
away so long before, yet it may come. [August 26 to Mr. Blatchford:]
There is no positive symptom or appearance of catarrh. In driving out
yesterday afternoon the wind freshened up and I sneezed twice, but John
Taylor sneezed three times. Sarah says my eyes are not quite so clear this
morning as yesterday morning. But I think I can account for that. My
system is so full of iron, potash and arsenic, that my stomach has become
deranged. I took a blue pill last night and a Rochelle powder this morning.
The weather is clear and quite cool. [Franklin, August 27, to Mr. Haven:]
Thus far the catarrh holds off. It was due the 23rd, but as yet does not
show itself, but I dare not have confidence for some days yet that it will
not come on in force. Our housekeeper, who has been with us ten years,
and is now here, never had any hopes that the annual attack might be averted
this time, until this morning. She now thinks that, by great care, it may
be made to pass by, I shall, I think, remain here some time longer. [August
31, to Mr. Blatchford:] Friday about noon: I thought I felt catarrhal symp-
toms. There were some tendency of defluxion from the nose, the eyes did
not feel right, and what was more important, I felt a degree of general
depression which belongs to the disease. . . . Next morning, 7:00 o'clock.
I am glad I did not fill up this sheet last evening, as I am better today and
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have no bad signs or symptoms about me. [To President Fillmore, Sep-
tember 8:] I have rather a hard time. I have been able to keep off the
catarrh so far, but it has called on me to take so much medicine as a good
deal to derange my system.... I go to Boston today where Mrs. Webster is,
and thence immediately to Marshfield. By the process thus far,.I have lost
flesh, and am not a little reduced. Yesterday and Sunday were exceedingly
hot, bright days, and although I did not step out of the house, the heat
affected my eyes much after the catarrhal fashion. I resisted the attack,
however, by the application of ice. . . . I think you will do very well to
make Mr. Crittenden acting Secretary on his return. I shall make every
effort to get to Washington before the month is out . . . all depends how-
ever, on the progress I make in regard to health. [Marshfield, September 15
to Mr. Blatchford:] Monday afternoon the weather appeared to cool a
little and the cars not passing until six o'clock, I ventured on board for
Boston. We were unlucky. The engine was thrown off the track by
running over cattle, it was midnight before we got in. I took a heavy cold
and the next day was quite ill all day. Wednesday afternoon I broke away
by violence, and came hither by way of the Hingham boat. While in Boston,
Doctor Jeffries advised me to leave off of medicine for a time. These things,
or some of them, have caused a very sudden improvement. [Marshfield,
September 28 to Mr. Fillmore:] Some times the force of the catarrh seems
pretty much broken, and then it returns attacking the head, eyes, nose, etc.
with great violence. I think it is approaching its last stage,- which is the
asthmatic stage. Some of our friends who are subjects of the complaint, and
who have short necks, dread this. I do not fear much from this, although in
this stage I feel its influence more or less on the chest. Given time, between
the catarrh and the Harrisburg diarrhoea I am a good deal reduced.
[Marshfield, October 4, to Mr. Fillmore:] The recent weather, very cool
for the season, has been useful to me. The catarrh with its sneezing and
nose blowing, its cough and its asthma seems to be taking leave; my eyes
are still weak, but my greatest difficulty, at present, is a general want of
strength.
A critical examination of Mr. Webster's 1851 experience is
fruitful. Franklin, New Hampshire, is not quite far enough north
to be in the ragweed-free belt, which does not extend much below
the Profile, but the season of pollenation in central New Hamp-
shire is from ten days to two weeks later than it is in Massachu-
setts, and it seems reasonable to credit the delay in the onset of
Mr. Webster's symptoms in 1851 to the later pollenation rather
than to Mr. Croes' polypharmacy. It may well have been that
if Webster had stayed in the vicinity of Franklin through the sea-
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son his symptoms would have been milder, for although ragweed
is found in that locality, it is not as prevalent as it is on Cape Cod.
All of the attempts to relieve his suffering from the disease were
ill advised. It was his custom year after year, before the onset of
symptoms to leave the city of Washington where the ragweed inci-
dence is not especially high, and go to Marshfield, where, unless
the flora changed between those years and now, his residence was
surrounded by a lush growth of the offending plant. His princi-
pal mode of treatment during the trying weeks was the ingestion
of large amounts of whiskey, which has a somewhat contradictory
effect upon hay-fever, increasing the severity of the symptoms
by the stimulation of the peripheral circulation, but up to a cer-
tain point making those symptoms more bearable because of the
exhilarating and anesthetic effects of alcohol. If one could stay
at just the proper degree of inebriety during the hay-fever season,
and did not have anything else to do, probably the disease would
not be very troublesome, and there is some evidence which leads
one to the conclusion that this is what Mr. Webster tried to do,
with frequent errors on the plus side.
The year of 1852 seemed to bring renewed vigor to Web-
ster and there is a certain blytheness in his letters that was lack-
ing from his correspondence in the years just preceding. There
are a number of factors which probably were of influence. He
was strongly opposed to the Mexican war, and his son Edward
died at San Angel. As time passed after that war was over, he
seems to have been relieved of some definite anxiety. His personal
finances appeared to be in sounder condition during this year, and
his ever-present interest in husbandry seems to occupy an increased
amount of time. As evidence of this changing spirit two letters
are of interest. On March 13 he wrote from Washington to John
Taylor, who was, in a sense, the manager of the estate at Marsh-
field, a letter in wh-ich he cautions Taylor to remember the old
advice "to plow naked and sow naked," and then he goes on to
explain,-perhaps thinking that Taylor might take the advice lit-
erally-that by this he means there is no use in beginning spring's
work until the weather is warm, so that a farmer may throw off
his winter dothes and roll up his sleeves. He then goes on to
write three fairly lengthy quotations from Virgil, and doses the
letter with "John Taylor, by the time you have got through this,
you will have read enough. The sum of all this is, be ready for
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your spring's work as soon as the weather becomes warm enough,
and then put in the plow and look not back."
On July 31 he wrote from Marshfield to Mr. Haven:
I need a small boat in which my man could take me out in to the creeks
and bays, when I have no company to go with me. A suitable boat would
be one of 20 or 21 feet with a keel and a corresponding breadth of beam
so as to make handsome proportions. I do not wish for tall masts, or any-
thing else necessary to give extra speed. I want only a firm and safe boat,
with suitable accommodations for fishing, and with power to make reason-
able progress through the water. It would be well if the cuddy or covered
forecastle should coime pretty well back so as to keep out the water, and make
a dry place to put things in in case of rain. I should like a rather large
foresail, because with that I might generally run about from place to place
without raising the mainsail. I should like to have her painted green and
named "The Julia of Green Harbor" [after his daughter Julia Webster
Appleton who died in 1848]. Having given these general directions etc.,
all the rest must be left to the skill and taste of the builder.
Alas! the"Julia" was never built. From Washington on August
23 he wrote:
This is my day, but I am quite well, and as yet feel no symptoms of
approaching catarrh. The weather is very wet and I keep close at home, and
I have my room constantly aired by fire. [On the next day, August 24, he
wrote:] No catarrh yet, and the weather a little better.
Some time shortly after he went to Marshfield, and on Sep-
tember 12 wrote to Mr. Fillmore:
The catarrh is upon me in all its various forms, alternating as usual, but
as yet not so severe and heavy as on former occasions. My general health
is not so much prostrated. If the weather be wet or damp, I must stay in
the house, and have a little fire, to prevent fits of sneezing and nose blowing.
When the sun is very bright I am obliged to avoid going out, on account of
my eyes, except indeed when the sea is calm, and I am protected by an
awning. The bracing air of the ocean, I find very beneficial. [On Sep-
tember 16 to Mr. Fillmore:] The catarrh is upon me in all its shapes, but
by no means as oppressively as heretofore. The greatest difficulty, and the
greatest danger is from my other complaint, and that is a constant tendency
to diarrhoea. I have not eaten an ounce of flesh, fruit or vegetable since
I arrived, nor do I use tea or coffee at all. My diet is milk with one half
lime water, water gruel, and sometimes a little thin soup. [On September
30 to Mr. Fillmore:] Dr. Jeffries has been down and stayed two nights,
and has frequently conversed with Dr. Porter, our local physician. [October
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4 to Mr. Fillmore:] The doctors have agreed to have another conference
before they made any statement. The reason is, that, all who know Dr.
Jeffries and Dr. Porter, have entire confidence in them, yet friends in Boston
insist that they shall be permitted to send down a medical man of high
reputation in his profession, and they have proposed either Dr. Warren Sr. or
Dr. Jackson. [On October 8 to Mr. Fillmore:] Private and confidential-
It is a great while since I have been hungry. The case is complicated by
my catarrh.
Mr. Webster died on October 24, 1852.
According to Dr. Jeffries the cause of death was cirrhosis of
the liver, there was also hemorrhage from the stomach and bowels,
and extensive dropsy of the abdomen. The post-mortem examina-
tion disdosed that the brain was of the very largest known capacity,
exceeding by 30 per cent the average weight; there was a well-
marked effusion upon the arachnoid membrane, although there
had been no perceptible evidence of any lesion during Mr. Web-
ster's lifetime; and the foramen ovale of the heart was patent.
The interest of a medical historian in this subject is not lim-
ited solely to Mr. Webster's frank and whimsical record of his
annual vicissitudes with the hay-fever. There is indicated an intel-
ligent inquiry into the possible effect and influence that the dis-
ease may have had upon his career. Any attempt at an appraisal
of this effect must be based solely upon the facts as we have them,
and be free from romantic conjecture. The facts are these: With
the exception of 1839, when he was in the British Isles, Mr. Web-
ster for twenty years suffered from an annual attack of what was
undoubtedly ragweed pollenosis. The severity of these attacks
increased as time went on, and it is very evident that he had an
increasing apprehension of the disease each year. It is certain that
he wished to withdraw from Mr. Fillmore's cabinet in 1850 because
of the handicap under which he was placed by the disease. There
is some evidence that his chance for the candidacy for the presi-
dency in 1852 was hindered by a realization that he was not
in good health. So many other factors, including his alliance
with Clay, his bid for favor from the South by his advocacy of
the Compromise, enter into the consideration that the issue is by
no means clear. Moreover, all of the facts have not been exam-
ined. There is material bearing on this period at Harvard, at
Dartmouth College, and in at least one private collection, that
must be explored before a fair conclusion can be reached.
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